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Abstract	
	
As	technology	continues	to	proliferate,	it	becomes	increasingly	important	to	
understand	the	information	literacy	experience	that	underpins	peoples'	engagement	
with	their	information	environment	in	many	contexts.	In	this	paper,	I	present	
information	literacy	as	the	experience	of	using	information	to	learn,	empowering	
experiences	that	are	essential	to	negotiating	information	environments	of	many	
kinds.		The	notion	of	information	literacy	as	using	information	to	learn	is	derived	
from	the	relational	and	experiential	approach	to	information	literacy	which	
privileges	peoples’	experiences	as	revealing	the	fundamental	nature	of	information	
literacy.	As	this	approach	to	information	literacy	has	evolved,	researchers	have	
explored	the	information	and	learning	experiences	of	many	groups.	I	will	profile	a	
range	of	these	studies,	from	formal	and	informal	learning,	and	mainly	in	community	
contexts	to	highlight	the	critically	important	nature	of	information	literacy	in	
everyday	life.	These	studies	demonstrate	the	rich	variation	in	experience	that	
educators,	policy	makers,	information	professionals	and	others	are	able	to	support	
and	make	possible.	
	
	
	
Introduction	
	
This	paper	will	open	by	exploring	some	contemporary	directions	in	thinking	about	
information	literacy,	a	concept	that	has	become	established	as	being	of	vital	
importance	for	learning	in	education,	workplaces	and	the	community.		Both	the	
National	Forum	for	Information	Literacy	and	the	American	Library	Association	have	
reinvigorated	thinking	about	information	literacy	recently,	as	indeed	has	Paul	
Zurkowski	in	his	recent	call	for	‘Action	Literacy’.		I	will	then	focus	on	recent	
examples	of	research	into	information	literacy	adopting	the	relational	approach,	
which	explore	both	the	information	and	learning	experiences	involved	in	using	
information	to	learn	in	specific	contexts.	I	will	provide	a	brief	overview	of	informed	
learning	as	an	approach	to	bringing	peoples’	information	and	learning	experiences	
together	and	will	conclude	with	a	brief	commentary	on	the	application	of	such	
research	into	practice.		
	
	
Information	literacy	directions	
	
For	the	purposes	of	the	conversation	opened	in	this	paper,	information	literacy	is	
about	informed	learning,	the	experience	of	using	information	to	learn	(Bruce,	2008)	
in	many	contexts,	many	communities,	and	many	cultures.		At	the	very	heart	of	
information	literacy	lies	the	idea	of	empowerment,	which	was	a	critical	original	
motivator	for	the	idea,	and	continues	to	be	a	driving	force	in	our	ongoing	advocacy	
for	the	concept	(Whitworth,	2014).	Effectively,	information	literacy	makes	
empowerment	possible.	
	
Alongside	the	increasing	attention	to	digital	media	and	the	emergence	of	the	digital	
economy,	recent	attention	to	interpretation	of	the	idea	of	information	literacy	
reveals	ongoing	emphasis	on	learning	and	empowerment.	For	example,	the	National	
Forum	for	Information	Literacy	profiles	information	literacy	as	‘learning	by	
effectively	using	information	–	the	key	to	lifelong	learning’	(NFIL,	2014)	and	
highlights	the	importance	of	certified	information	professionals	having	charge	of	the	
school	library	and	media	center.	The	NFIL	also	draws	attention	to	information	
literacy	as	an	equalizer	for	students	from	disadvantaged	backgrounds.	
	
In	the	higher	education	sector,	the	US	College	and	Research	Library	Association	has	
recently	profiled	information	literacy	as	‘a	spectrum	of	abilities,	practices	and	habits	
of	mind	that	extends	and	deepens	learning	through	engagement	with	the	
information	ecosystem’		(ACRL,	2014);	and	even	more	recently	as	‘an	overarching	
set	of	abilities	in	which	students	are	consumers	and	creators	of	information	who	can	
participate	successfully	in	collaborative	spaces’		(ACRL,	2015).	The	2014	
interpretation,	which	is	broader	in	character,	further	emphasizes	characteristics	
such	as	the	following,	which	are	associated	with	‘threshold	concepts’	(concepts	
intended	to	open	the	door	to	effective	information	use):		
	
•	understanding	essential	concepts	about	that	ecosystem;		
•	engaging	in	creative	inquiry	and	critical	reflection	to	develop	questions	
	and	to	find,	evaluate,	and	manage	information	through	an	iterative	process;	
•	creating	new	knowledge	through	ethical	participation	in	communities	of	
	learning,	scholarship,	and	civic	purpose;	and	
	•	adopting	a	strategic	view	of	the	interests,	biases,	and	assumptions	present	
in	the	information	ecosystem.	(ACRL,	2014	lines	71‐78)	
	
In	his	call	for	‘Action	literacy’	(Zurkowski,	2014;	Kelly	and	Zurkowski,	2015),	Paul	
Zurkowski	emphasizes	the	critical	nature	of	information	literacy	for	addressing	
basic	issues	such	as	job	security,	healthcare	concerns,	local	community	challenges	
and	educational	reform.	He	also	highlights	the	role	of	information	literacy	for	
dealing	with	issues	such	as	growing	corruption,	public	mistrust,	injustice	and	
inequity.		
	
Our	interest	in	information	literacy	‘must	span	the	rich	and	the	poor;	the	digitally	
enabled	and	the	digitally	disabled,	the	psychologically	empowered	and	the	
psychologically	disempowered’	(Bruce,	2008,	p.	187).	We	are	privileged	to	be	able	
to	consider	what	the	information	literacy	agenda	can	do	for	global	issues	such	as	
poverty,	hunger,	natural	disasters,	child	abuse,	the	status	of	women,	wellness,	drug	
abuse,	homelessness	and	other	pressing	concerns.		
	
In	the	research	arena	we	are	privileged,	therefore	to	ask	questions	like	‘what	does	it	
mean	to	use	information	effectively?’	or	‘what	does	it	mean	to	use	information	to	
learn’	(read	as	‘be	information	literate!’),	in	various	contexts.	What	do	peoples’	
experiences	of	information	literacy	look	like?	What	kinds	of	experiences	might	make	
personal	transformation	possible?		Is	there	anything	we	can	say	about	‘what	
matters?’,	in	our	attempt	to	reveal	the	character	of	information	literacy,	that	may	
help	forge	future	directions	in	learning	programs,	products	or	services?	
	
	
Information	and	learning	experiences	
	
Information	literacy	is	largely	invisible.	In	the	relational	approach	to	information	
literacy,	the	phenomenon	of	information	literacy	is	‘made	real’,	not	through	listing	
abilities	and	capabilities	associated	with	it,	but	rather	by	understanding	peoples’	
experiences	of	effective	information	use	for	everyday	purposes	(Bruce,	1997,	2008).	
These	experiences	are	portrayed	in	two	ways,	in	terms	of	perceptual	shifts	
associated	with	different	ways	of	experiencing	information	literacy,	and	in	terms	of	
different	ways	of	experiencing	information.		
	
This	work	has	led	us	to	see	the	experience	of	information	literacy	as	informed	
learning,	that	is	the	experience	of	using	information	to	learn;	and	as	sitting	at	the	
intersection	of	information	and	learning	experiences,	with	the	technology	
experience	being	more	of	less	important	depending	on	the	context.	More	recent	
studies	in	this	tradition	have	taken	a	number	of	directions,	for	example	exploring	
broadly	the	experience	of	using	information	to	learn,	attending	to	both	the	
information	experiences	and	the	learning	experiences	in	such	settings,	or	focusing	
attention	primarily	on	the	information	experience.		Selected	examples,	providing	a	
brief	synopsis	of	research	outcomes	exploring	information	and	learning	experiences	
follow.	
	
	
Socio	economically	disadvantaged	young	people	using	information	to	learn	
	
The	experience	of	using	information	to	learn	amongst	socio‐economically	
disadvantaged	school	students,	has	recently	been	explored	by	Kathleen	Smeaton	
and	others	(Smeaton	et	al,	manuscript).	Their	work	presents	a	view	of	information	
literacy	through	the	window	of	a	Manga	workshop.	The	context	of	the	exploration,	
the	workshop,	was	designed	to	improve	reading	and	literacy	by	encouraging	
students	to	use	information	critically	and	creatively	in	a	zombie	apocalypse	
scenario.		The	workshop	was	led	by	a	Manga	artist	in	a	school	library.	
	
During	the	workshop,	the	Manga	artist	planned	to	improve	students’	literacy	by	
passing	on	his	belief	that	knowledge	is	power.	He	also	planned,	for	students,	as	they	
took	part	in	the	workshop,	to	reflect	on	how	using	information	contributes	to	
knowledge	and	to	realize	that	reading:……,	it’s	something	that	is	going	to	give	me	the	
ability	to	get	a	good	job,	get	into	Uni,	do	whatever	my	dream	is.	(Participant	2).	He	
sought	to	achieve	this	by	asking	students	to	solve	problems	associated	with	saving	
the	world	from	zombies,	by	using	information	in	the	library.	The	library	was	a	well	
serviced	media	and	resource	center.	
	
The	exploration	revealed	that	students	experienced	the	workshop	in	different	ways:	
 As	an	art	lesson	‐	these	students	talked	about	getting	the	details	correct	and	
following	instructions.		
 As	a	life	lesson	‐	these	students	talked	about	the	power	of	information	but	
were	not	aware	of	how	they	used	information	to	learn.	
 As	an	informed	learning	lesson	‐	these	students	talked	about	using	the	
information	that	was	presented	to	them,	and	how	they	could	apply	this	
information,	and	the	techniques	they	were	using	to	learn	in	other	situations.		
	
This	exploration	revealed	that	stronger	IL	outcomes	may	have	been	obtained	if	
students	had	been	encouraged	to	think	explicitly	about	how	they	were	using	
information	as	they	went	about	learning.	This	may	have	been	achieved	by	asking	
them	to	attend	to	questions	around	what	was	informing	them,	what	were	they	
learning	from	different	forms	of	information,	how	was	the	information	they	were	
finding	influencing	their	learning	directions	or	next	steps,	etc.		The	desired	outcome	
would	be	to	widen	individual	students’	experience	to	include	all	three	ways	of	
experiencing	the	lesson.	
	
	
Teen	content	creators’		information	experience	
	
Teenagers’	information	experiences	while	using	information	for	content	creation,	
were	recently	explored	by	Mary	Ann	Harlan	(Harlan	2014).	While	her	work	is	
primarily	framed	in	terms	of	the	information	experience,	it	is	intertwined	with	their	
learning.	She	thus	provides	a	view	of	information	literacy	from	this	perspective	
through	the	window	of	teens’	experience	of	online	content	creation.	The	teens	were	
working	in	online	communities,	typically	using	some	form	of	social	media.	Despite	
the	digital	context,	Mary	Ann	Harlan	found	that	the	teens	interpreted	information	
surprisingly	narrowly	–	as	text.	To	help	explore	what	was	informing	them	she	
shifted	one	of	the	key	questions	she	asked	from	from:	‘Where	do	you	get	your	
information?’	to	‘Where	do	you	get	your	ideas?’	(p.102)	
	
In	the	teens’	world,	it	was	clear	that	experiencing	information	involved	learning.	
Information	was	seen	to	change	what	the	teens	knew	and	did,	and	it	also	changed	
their	representations	of	their	world	(p.103).	At	the	same	time	it	was	also	clear	that	
as	teens	learned	about	their	content	creation	they	experienced	information	in	
different	ways,	as	participation,	inspiration,	collaboration,	process	and	artifact.	
Effectively,	they	were	informed	by	those	things.	We	want	teens	to	be	aware	of	what	
potentially	informs	them	so	that	future	experiences	can	be	strengthened.	It	is	also	
possible	to	bring	these	experiences	from	the	everyday	life	of	teens	into	formal	
education	contexts.		
	
	
Experiencing	information	literacy	in	disaster	contexts	
Peoples’	experiences	of	information	literacy	in	disaster	situations,	have	been	
recently	explored	by	Christine	Yates	and	Helen	Partridge	(Yates	and	Partridge,	
2014).	They	found	that	information	literacy	was	experienced	in	six	different	ways,	
each	of	which	was	associated	with	particular	ways	of	experiencing	both	information	
and	learning.	For	example,	when	experiencing	information	literacy	as	witnessing	
environmental	change,	people	experienced	information	as	sensory…	‘hearing	a	
flooding	river	flow,	smelling	the	stench	from	the	flood,	or	seeing	masses	of	empty	
supermarket	shelves’	(p.	127).	At	the	same	time	they	experienced	learning	through	
sensing	the	danger	or	the	severity	of	the	disaster.	When	experiencing	information	
literacy	as	building	an	information	network	people	experienced	information	as	
whatever	was	available	to	inform	them	in	the	immediate	context;	such	as		–	friends,	
radio,	tv,	internet.	Their	interest	was	not	on	the	quality	of	information,	but	rather	on	
immediacy.		At	the	same	time	they	learned	through	trial	and	error	about	ways	of	
obtaining	information.	(p.128)	Sometimes	information	literacy	was	experienced	as	
drawing	on	the	past.	When	experiencing	information	literacy	this	way	people	
experienced	information	as	‘memories	of	lived	experiences’	(p.130),	either	their	
own	or	others;	learning	occurs	through	interest	in	local	history	which	involves	
reflection.	
	
The	different	ways	of	experiencing	information	literacy	in	natural	disasters,	each	
involve	changing	points	of	focus.	What	people	are	attending	to	in	their	experience	
varies	across	the	following:	
	
 Changes	in	the	natural	landscape	
 Available	information	sources	
 Sharing	information	
 Staying	informed	and	alert	
 Preparing	for	the	disaster	
	
We	want	to	help	people	adopt	all	these	points	of	focus,	and	to	know	when	to	do	so.	
	
	
Experiencing	information	literacy	in	faith	contexts	
	
Peoples’	experiences	of	using	information	to	learn	in	faith	contexts	were	explored	
by	Lyndelle	Gunton	and	others	(Gunton	et	al,	2012).	They	provide	a	view	of	
information	and	learning	experiences	in	church	communities.		This	study	identified	
that	in	faith	contexts	information	literacy	might	be	experienced,	variously,	as	
growing	faith,	developing	relationships,	managing	the	church,	serving	the	
community	or	outreaching	beyond	the	community	(p.123).	In	each	of	the	
experiences	of	using	information	to	learn,	(information	literacy),	what	is	
experienced	as	information	and	how	people	use	that	information	varies.		
	
A	couple	of	the	experiences	serve	as	examples.	The	meaning	of	the	experience	of	
growing	faith	may	be	expanded,	revealing	it	as	an	experience	of	‘interpreting	and	
understanding	communication	inspired	by	God	to	develop	a	personal	faith	journey’	
(p.124).	In	this	experience	of	using	information	to	learn,	what	is	experienced	as	
information	includes	‐	The	Bible,	artistic	expression	and	narrative,	craft,	stories,	
drama	and	song.		Learning	experiences	or	How	people	use	information	to	learn	may	
takes	the	following	forms:	personal	reflection	and	study,	small	group/peer	
discussion,	informal	conversation,	formal	education	in	the	form	of	workshops,	
seminars	and	lectures,	and	learning	by	doing.		(p.125)	
	
A	second	example	comes	from	the	experience	of	developing	relationships.	Here	the	
meaning	of	the	experience	may	be	further	captured	as	‘using	information	generated	
through	social	and	pastoral	interactions	to	develop	relationships’	(p.125).	What	is	
experienced	as	information	may	take	the	form	of	things	like	church	notices,	sharing	
of	stories	and	personal	experiences,	and	sharing	of	beliefs	and	faith	journey	and	
artistic	expression	through	stories,	music,	song,	drama,	poetry,	etc.		The	learning	
experiences,	or	how	people	use	information	to	learn	may	involve	community	
activities,	engagement	in	informal	and	social	interactions;	sharing	with	the	wider	
community	in	worship	services;	supporting	one	another	to	cope	with	life	
experiences.	Emerging	use	of	social	media	is	also	visible.	(p.125)	
	
In	the	full	suite	of	experiences	we	see	information	being	experienced	varyingly	as	
received,	personalized,	shared	within	relationships,	corporate	and	systematic,	and	
finally,	personalized	and	responsive.		In	the	same	experiences	learning	varies	from	
being	solitary	and	reflective	to	communal,	evidence	based,	and	kinesthetic;	the	
latter	involving	learning	through	practice	&	acts	of	service.	(p.124)	
	
As	we	engage	in	facilitating	the	experience	of	using	information	to	learn	we	can	
actively	profile	the	different	forms	of	information	and	learning	experiences	as	we	
seek	to	make	particular	kinds	of	information	literacy	possible.	
	
	
Informed	Learning:	bringing	information	and	learning	experiences	together	
	
The	idea	of	informed	learning	refers	both	to	the	experience	of	information	literacy	
and	an	approach	to	enabling	information	literacy.	The	language	of	informed	learning	
is	simply	a	more	focused	way	of	talking	about	the	relational	approach	to	
information	literacy’	where	peoples’	ways	of	experiencing	effective	information	use	
purposefully	(ie.	to	learn)	are	understood	with	the	intention	of	both	illuminating	
and	enabling	such	experiences.		Informed	learning	is	thus	defined	as	the	experience	
of	using	information	to	learn,	where	information	may	be	anything	that	informs	in	a	
context,	and	learning	is	an	expanding	or	changed	awareness	of	some	aspect	of	the	
world	(this	is	in	the	phenomenographic	tradition	following	Marton	and	Booth	
(1997)).	Informed	learning	thus	sits	at	the	intersection	of	peoples’	information	and	
learning	experiences,	with	technology	being	important	to	the	experience	in	some	
contexts.		
	
Recently,	Mary	Somerville	(2015)	brought	to	my	attention	that	Brenda	Dervin	
(1977)	originally	interpreted	information	as	that	which	informs;	and	certainly	the	
research	associated	with	the	relational	approach	to	information	literacy	has	
inspired	the	same	conclusion	based	on	its	research	findings.		From	an	informed	
learning	or	‘relational’	perspective	it	is	also	clear	that	learners	may	experience	
information	differently,	as	objective,	subjective	or	transformational	(Bruce,	2008	p.	
53)	
	
From	this	perspective	we	might	also	say	that	learners	have	enhanced	their	
information	literacy	is	they	become	aware	of	new/alternative	ways	of	experiencing	
what	it	means	to	be	information	literate	in	that	context.	(Bruce,	1997,	2008)	
Informed	learning	aims	to	enable	information	literacy	through	simultaneously	
focusing	on	information	and	learning	experiences.	In	formal	education,	community	
and	workplace	contexts,	people	simultaneously	learn	(something)	as	they	work	with	
information.	
	
At	a	meta‐level,	(context	specific	examples	are	provided	earlier	in	this	paper),	
information	literacy	may	be	experienced	in	seven	different	ways	(Bruce	1997,	
2008):		1)	Information	awareness	2)	Sourcing	information	for	learning	3)	Using	
information	processes	to	learn	4)	Connecting	information	with	learning	needs	5)	
Building	a	knowledge	base	6)	Extending	knowledge	7)	Wise	use	of	information.	
Each	of	these	involve	aspects	of	information	use	for	learning;	information	handling	
and	technology		(see	Figure	One)	.		
	
	Figure	One.		Variation	in	the	place	of	components	of	the	information	literacy	
experience	across	the	seven	faces	of	information	literacy.		
	
In	each	of	the	different	experiences	however,	each	of	these	aspects	takes	a	different	
place	in	peoples’	awareness.	Sometimes,	for	example,	technology	is	central	to	the	
experience	whereas	at	other	times	it	is	marginal.	Figure	one	illustrates	these	
changes	across	the	experiences.		
	
	
What	can	we	do	with	research	focused	on	intertwining	information	and	
learning	experiences?		
	
Looking	at	the	broad	picture	of	learners’	experiences	of	using	information	to	learn	
allows	us	to	consider:	
	
 Which	experiences	do	we	want	to	encourage?	
 Which	experiences	do	we	want	to	expand?	
 Which	experiences	do	we	want	to	focus?	
	
Core	to	the	understanding	of	experience	in	the	research	described	here	is	the	
concept	of	changing	awareness.	In	different	experiences	of	the	same	thing,	aspects	
of	our	environment	become	more	or	less	relevant	to	us,	our	attention	is	constantly	
changing	focus.	What	we	attend	to	shifts	in	the	different	experiences.	These	
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qualitative	shifts	of	awareness	indicate	critical	points	for	learning	&	personal	
change	(adapted	from	Stoodley	et	al,	2014).	We	attend	to	peoples’	different	
information	experiences	so	we	can	reinforce	or	enhance	their	experiences;	change,	
expand	or	focus	their	experiences	or	adapt	their	experiences	for	new	contexts.	
	
	
In	conclusion	
	
I	began	this	paper	by	pointing	to	integral	importance	of	information	and	learning	to	
the	information	literacy	experience.	I	have	shown,	through	examples	how	thinking	
about	information	literacy	as	being	about	using	information	to	learn	allows	us	to	
discern	new	aspects	of	contexts	of	interest,	including	the	different	threads	of	
information	and	learning	that	occur	within	peoples	experience.		
	
Today,	many	approaches	to	information	literacy	encourage	conformity.	There	is	a	
sense	of	needing	to	educate	or	train	people	so	that	they	conform	to	the	norms	
embedded	in	our	systems	and	processes.	An	alternative	approach	is	to	value	
diversity,	deepening	our	understanding	of	people,	so	that	their	experiences	of	
information	literacy	may	be	valued,	celebrated	&	woven	into	the	fabric	of	our	
society	and	its’	systems.	This	is	a	way	of	thinking	that	the	examples	of	research	
portrayed	in	this	paper	encourage	us	to	adopt.	
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